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time he was accepted., and in May 1915 trudged up to the Argonne
front as an infantry private., was promptly wounded and sent home
again to be cured and trained for a commission. It is characteristic
of him that he specialized, and it was as a machine-gun officer
that he returned to France—the Somme, Paaschendaele, the
March offensive. On the black day of August 8/9, 1918, Machine-
Gun Company 12 held with the 26ist Regiment the line that the
Allies broke through, held it with what the local commander
described as "unparalleled heroism." In the closing weeks of
tragedy the company was constantly in action, and at the end
was attached to the "Group Winterfeldt," one of the best of the
picked fighting units. Bruening's men thought so much of him
that they elected him to the Soldiers' Council.
The war worked a transformation in him; in the long-drawn
agony of the line he won confidence in himself and, as happened
to so many others, physical and mental health. The tremendous
experience had an abiding influence; he could never forget that
he had led men in battle; to him the mystical call of the front
line, the line of endurance, patriotism, and comradeship when
hope was lost, was an ever-present reality, and to its spirit he
appealed at every crisis of life.
Back in Germany he swelled temporarily the ranks of the black-
coated unemployed—his was not the spirit of the "Freikorps";
he was not a born fighter—and like many other Catholic ex-
soldiers drifted to an organization which sought to interest the
university type of man and find him employment in social work.
He helped to organize conferences, got commissions to lecture,
and made useful friends, among them Stegerwald, then Prussian
minister for social welfare, who took him to be his secretary.
Stegerwald was not only a man of personality and ability, of
rather democratic tendencies and social idealism, but, as the
leader of Catholic trade unions, a Centrist politician of great
influence. He was then endeavouring to unite the unions so as
to present a Christian democratic front to "Marxism," and he
sent his secretary, of whom he thought very highly, to direct the
work—Bruening's first contact with political and economic
realities. He had none of Stegerwald's fitful democratic fervour,

